In the Christian imaginary, the ternary representation of the universe is reiterated by appealing either to the Platonic texts, or to the Stoic ones. The triadic scheme of the worlds certifies an ambiguous status of man, of an individual placed neither here nor there, by the force of some circumstances which he cannot resist. Situated at equal distance from sidereal heightscredited as having the monopoly on perfection -and from the terrifying shadows, managed in a totalitarian manner by the instances of evil, in "the world between the worlds", he thinks of the interval as of a space of communication, filled with signs, shapes and characters, by means of which distances can be "neared, compressed and "humanised". Each step, stage, climb or descent is perceived as a "rupture of level", as overcoming of the human condition by assuming a trans-mundane axiological repertoire.
Judgement, shares with good people the delights of eternity. The purpose of the new teachings is to convince people to accept the nurturing tutelage of the Christian divinity. The adhesion is a sign of faith and will be rewarded; hostility, instead, will be severely sanctioned.
Celsus was taunting the zealous Christian preachers, saying that their divinity will descend like an executioner bringing fire 1 , making fun of the apocalyptic picturesque representations accompanying the descriptions of the one that they considered the Almighty. In reply, Origen shows the allegorical meaning of these visions; taken literally, they seem indeed wrong. But he did not hesitate to assert that their purpose is to straighten the human race, "either by the threat of torments, which, we are convinced, are welcome to any man, and for those who suffer them they aren't useless, or through the promise of a happy life in the kingdom of God" 2 . The sensitivity of the crowds is sharpened under the impression of this providential stake; the choice does not exclude the refusal, but the bet of accepting another world is much more seriously motivated. The heat of the infernal fire is, therefore, democratically distributed, depending on the extent of the punishment given for atonement.
Ambrose, Jerome, Augustine, Gregory the Great bring into play a rich erudition, in order to legitimise hope in the possibility of a "third place" in the geography of the celestial space. Therefore, the correspondence and simultaneity of the worlds, whose hierarchy is dictated by moral criteria, are implicitly admitted. Thinking is "spatialised" 3 and, consecutively, the Purgatory appears, as an intermediate topos, the antechamber of Paradise, situated between the terrestrial time and the time "after". Its legitimacy was made in time, engaging the theological and philosophical culture between the third and twelfth centuries, obsessed with the closeness of the eschatological "spectacle".
The idea, sprung on Greek-Jewish soil, borne fruit on the soil of Latin Christianity. Consequences will be unforeseen. All of a sudden, the believer sees himself absolved of the risk of inevitable wastage. A need for balance is being answered cleverly, balance which would get each person closer to the heavenly splendours, once "forbidden". There is no lack of sources of inspiration, and they consist in the numerous "visions" which described journeys in the "afterworld", increasingly more frequent between the seventh and the tenth centuries, when monastic effervescence coagulated.
The Apocalypse of Paul, the writings of Clement, Origen, Tertullian, Augustine or Gregory the Great abundantly gloss on this motive. The latter, in Dialogi de vita et miraculis patrum (Dialogues on the Lives and Miracles of the Italian Fathers) makes a naïve "semiotic" excursion, recounting the vision of a soldier who, once gotten "beyond", distinguishes the nature of the worlds depending on the type of olfactory stimuli: alluring scents locate Paradise, while disgusting miasms betray the nearness of Inferno 4 . The opposition between good and evil, between the good choice and the bad one is thus pointed at.
We encounter the same opposition in the testimonies evoked by Bede the Venerable: Furseus the Irish "sees" the Purgatory, a place in which people are measured by their "acts"; Drythelm of Cunningham, getting close to the Elysian plains, "feels" a strong perfume, which irresistibly tempts him, while the view of "sinners", annealed by the sudden altering of cold and heat, depresses him. Before the Dantean journey through the spheres of the other worlds, from The Divine Comedy, before the first theologians of the Purgatory (Petrus Cantor and Simon of Tournai) from the twelfth century, successive views (Alberic from Montecasino, Tundal, Saint Patrick, Thurkill…) consolidate the hope for an accessible postmortem space 5 .
This "New World from the other world" stays -arguably -under the sign of a false equidistance, leaning in fact towards the pole of perfection. A space of perfectibility, the "delayed interval" that is "deviated up" offers temporary residents an interim solution, yet a lot more convenient one than the absence of any alternative. As long as the way back ("down") is impossible, the promise of salvation becomes comforting. Supplementing the posthumous offers establishes a moderate optimism, which significantly mitigates the anxiety awakened by the "incendiary" prospect of eternal suffering. Relating to the Decalogue, the good Christian can evaluate his acts; the "bad" ones can be absolved of gravity, if they are honestly and remorsefully entrusted to the confessor. Relieved from their burden, he will adjust his habits according to the ecclesiastic teachings, centred on the model of Imitatio Dei. The threefold topography of the "after" worlds, as well as the confessing "purgation," lend human attempts an ascending sense, and to what is possible -an extended area of manifestation.
Mundus imaginalis
A compensatory "space", the "third place" receives enough ontological consistency so as to come out of the imprecise jurisdiction of the imaginary; it becomes -according to a Latin term -mundus imaginalis 7 , a world in which trans-visual entities receive clear, easy to recognize contours. Mundus imaginalis is the world of the soul, "a world in which the spirit and the body coalesce, a world of images, imaginal, but as little imaginary as the worlds that flank it. This world hosts "visions", "revelations", theophanies of all kinds and the posthumous resurrection of the souls (…) 8 . The access path circumvents the "normal", activating a trans-logical, intuitive faculty, an imagination vera, the "capacity of transferring the invisible into the visible, of proposing revelatory images to the spirit" 9 .
Far from being a game of fantasy, this "thinking in images" receives the concreteness of a real experience, which good Christians put in the service of their cause. The possibility to explore simultaneously multiple worlds is the opportunity which will be heavily taken advantage of. According to the Augustinian typology of visions, imagination (imaginatio) is the mediating vehicle between the senses (sensus) and reason (mens); this form of visio retains images and appearances of bodies in a "spiritual" manner 10 . It can bring in the present things or beings that are absent, previously entered in the sensorial perception, or even imagine figures or incidents that are outside the immediate reality. This opens, thus, a fictional mode, richly populated with species, similitudines, figurae, formae, umbrae, effigies and personae. The latter term is often used either to name desirable visitors (angels, the departed saints or even Christ), or to describe the nocturnal disguises of the devil. In this meaning, the evil is equally well represented, due to the numerical input of the ghouls -"newcomers" in the grim kingdom of darkness.
For medieval Christians, the angels are diaphanous presences that eyes cannot see. That is why they will not be able to show visible signs that would be accessible at any time. How is it that they can "work" upon us? By stimulating the imagination, by operating through similarity to the things that we know -as Saint Thomas shows in De magistro. Angels will not pass to humans any knowledge of the principles as such, or the deduction of conclusions from principles by using perceptible signs, "but by timbering in the imagination some forms that can be created by the stimulation of a body organ, as it happens to those who sleep and to those with an ill mind, troubled by imaginative representations" 11 . Nocturnal visions are, therefore, communicative havens, vehicles of the soul towards the ideal worlds.
Between the two worlds, such intermediaries suppress loneliness, making the distance bearable. The Hierarchies of Dionysius the Areopagite populate not as much the sky as the median area between man and God, locating some of them closer and some others farther between those two extremes. Successive steps make the rise or the fall possible; therefore, even the last remoteness seems accessible, since climbing is not only a promise, but the target of any attempt. Only the angels speak in God's place. Unseen in essence, they still allow themselves to be perceived, accompanying each person in night journeys. Felt to be close, they give ontological consistency to the interval, converting it into a space of communication, transmitting to man God's signs and to God the signs of man.
Are angels the best guides between the two? Can they convey the knowledge of the divine things? The writings of Augustine or of Dionysius the Areopagite 12 could have legitimated a positive answer, but Thomas Aquinas is convinced that this contradicts logic; "angels only teach us if they appear in a perceptible form" 13 , which could not be more miraculous. Since they are not creators -as John of Damascus had claimed 14 , -they cannot transmit the light of wisdom, which is in the exclusive use of the divinity. Aquinas does not "kill" angels -as it has been argued 15 ; he only restrains their powers. They remain "messengers" par excellence (anghelos, in Greek, designates the messenger, the herald).
Towards the end of Middle Ages the sky was cleared, by giving up the inflationist density of intermediary instances. Superstitions gradually shrank, making room for the emblems of reasons. However, the world did not stop entrusting itself to a mediator, even if the latter's powers seem to be weakened. For many, the guardian angel remains the point of escape that is always accessible and the privileged haven of hope. The angel's prerogatives remain symbolic, "semiotic" and epistemic, expanding with each presence the nocturnal space of communication.
The Christian East remained faithful to the Hierarchy of the Areopagite, in which such beings participate differently in the work of the divinity, admitting that through them "divine illumination first shined and through them the revelations that exceed our power of knowledge have been mediated to us" 16 . In the West, the decisive word would finally belong to the Dominican theologian 17 , interested in imposing the positive thinking censorship upon all suppositions that are questionable and easy to dismiss.
bridge, though, there were to be found lovely green meadows, adorned with fragrant flowers (…). In that place, the sweetness of the smell was so great, that only the flavour of the perfume was enough to fill those who were walking or living there"; according also to Ioan Petru Culianu. 13 Ibidem, p.77; "The angel is not for the human the cause of the knowledge through which things get known by their essence, but of the knowledge through which they become known by similarities. He makes the similarities of things appear in the spirit either by putting in motion the imagination, or by strengthening the light of the intellect" (p. 101). 14 John of Damascus, in Dogmatica II, III (Editura Scripta, Bucharest, 1993, p. 47) , credits the angels with the gift of prophecy. 15 Paul Evdokimov, Arta icoanei, o teologie a frumuseţii, Editura Meridiane, Bucharest, 1993, p. 149 : one can argue that, from the mystical point of view, the Middle Ages die precisely when angels disappear (…). In the scholastic thinking, angels are deprived of their function of mediators; they are reduced to the role of guiding "virtues" of a natural order. They appear as logical species and not as messengers, as living persons". 16 Dionysius the Areopagite, op. cit., IV, p.2: "The Law -Dionysius writes -has been given to our ancestors through them, either that because they were teaching them what must be done and they were guiding them, taking them from their wanderings and from a life without holiness, towards the right way of the truth, or because they were explaining or discovering, like some messengers, some holy orders or mystical visions of the mysteries of those above the world, or some divine prophecies". 17 Thomas Aquinas. Summa theologiae. II. XII. 4 (cf. Opere. I. Despre Dumnezeu.
